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“Throw him into the outer darkness where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.”

I don’t know about you,
But those words about outer darkness are not exactly the Good News

That I want to hear

On a dark, gloomy Sunday morning,

In the middle of November,

With its days of seemingly eternal twilight. 
It is tempting on a Sunday like today,
To focus on only those concluding words

“Throw him into the outer darkness” 

And then to spend time 
Trying to figure out what we have to do

To avoid that fate of eternal darkness.

But to give into the temptation of focusing on the outer darkness
Would draw us away 

From the sheer grace and generosity of the master
Who gave the talents to his slaves in the first place.
One thing is certain in this parable.

The three slaves had very different reactions to their master’s gifts,

Which may well have been based

In their own personal outlooks.   

Our own perspectives on the world,
Sometimes limit our ability to recognize gifts and grace.

When we feel immersed in gloom,

As many in our country do today,

Our outlook often colors each event that happens to us.

There is a story in the annals of the Red Cross,

Which is perhaps apocryphal. 

During a particularly hard Appalachian winter,

One in which the snow had piled up deeper and deeper, 
The rivers had frozen, and numerous people were suffering,

The Red Cross had been called in to use helicopters
To deliver supplies to areas that were unreachable

On the winding mountain roads,

Which were virtually blocked with snow.

One crew had been working day after day of long hours. 
On their way home late one afternoon,
In the failing light, 

They saw a little cabin submerged in the snow,

With a thin whisper of smoke coming from the chimney. 
The rescue team figured the residents

Were probably about out of food, fuel, and critical supplies. 
The crew decided to make a landing 

And check on the residents of this remote cabin.

Because of the terrain,

They had to put the helicopter down a mile away. 
The rescue team trudged through heavy waist deep snow, 
Loaded with packs stuffed with emergency supplies. 

When they reached the cabin,

They were exhausted, panting, and perspiring. 
They pounded on the door,
And a thin, gaunt mountain woman appeared in the doorway.
The lead rescuer was so out of breath,

That he could barely gasp the words,
 "We're from the Red Cross." 
The mountain woman was silent for a moment,
And then she said, "It’s been a hard winter, Sonny, 
I just don't think we can give anything this year."
This woman had been so shaped

By the deprivations of mountain life,

That her expectations would not allow her to recognize

The gift of someone showing up on her doorstep

To bring supplies to her. 

The third slave in Jesus’ Parable of the Talents

Shares much in common with that mountain woman.

For whatever reason, his life had trained him 

To look suspiciously at anything given to him.

Even the single talent 
Which had been turned over to him

Was the equivalent of 15 or 20 years of earned wages.
Yet this third slave viewed the master as a harsh man,

And this view shaped his approach
To the talent that had been entrusted to him.

Perhaps he was afraid 

Of what would happen to him 

If he failed in an investment

With what he considered to be this harsh man’s property

Perhaps his view of the man

Prevented him from seeing the single talent

As a gift and an opportunity.  

This third slave certainly comes across to us

As a “glass half empty” kind of person.  

And in his half empty glass

He could see only fear 

A fear which made him very risk adverse.

On a gloomy November Sunday morning,

At a time when many of us are running scared,

Often we, too, can see only the half empty glass of our lives.
We may see only what we don’t have,

Or what we used to have,

Or how we are limited.

Rather than recognizing the full impact of what we do have.
Yet, each one of us sitting in this congregation this morning

Has right now, some type of gift,

Which God has entrusted to us

And which God wants us to put to good use.

This gift may be musical talent,

Or leadership ability, or hospitality,

Or financial acumen,

Or even financial resources.  

If it is musical talent, we may be still questioning an involvement with the choir

Because we don’t want to risk the commitment,

Or the exposure of Sunday morning choir anthems.
If we are gifted with financial acumen,

We may be unwilling to serve on the finance committee

Because there is always bad news in church finances,

And we perceive that there is too much risk in being responsible

For other people’s gifts to the church.  

Rather than taking risks and making commitments,

Using the gifts and talents that have been entrusted to us
In ways that maximize their potential,
Our personal outlook may limit what we can accomplish

In service to God and our neighbors.  

If we focus on the downside outcome
Of any possible use of our gifts,

Be it fear of commitment,

Or fear of criticism,

Or fear of public exposure, 

We will inevitably take the proverbial action

Of burying those gifts,

In an effort to protect ourselves.

Buried gifts carry no risk, 

But they also have no opportunity to multiply.  

One of the interesting questions in this parable of the talents,
Is the question of what differentiated two of the slaves

That enabled them to view the talents as a gift
And immediately put them to work.

Make no mistake,

Both of these slaves were given extraordinarily large gifts,

Beyond their wildest expectations, 

And roughly equivalent to millions of dollars in our terms.  
These first two slaves somehow recognized the grace inherent in these gifts,

And that grace freed them to release their potential.
In their glass half full view of life,

They saw a master who believed in them,
Who trusted them with a large sum of money

And whose grace enabled them 

To take the risk of using the gifts.

There are several differences

Between the first two slaves and the third one.

Unlike the third slave,

Neither of the first two expresses

A view of the master as a harsh man

And neither do they express any fear of him.
The first two slaves talk about the talents

As having being handed over or given to them.

The third views refers to the talent

As “your talent” in his conversation with the master.

The first two slaves’ outlook on life

Allows them to see the talents as gifts 

Which have been entrusted to them by a gracious master.

This outlook allows them to make full use of the talents

And provide a return to their master.

The third slave is paralyzed by fear,

A fear that the harsh master is testing him

By putting a part of his fortune in his care. 

This paralyzing fear motivates him

To simply bury and hide the talent,

Hoping that no harm will come to it or to him.

Yet, ironically, it is his fear that ultimately deprives him
Of his association with the community and casts him into the darkness,
While it is his colleagues’ risk taking

That admits them to the club of good and trustworthy slaves.  

The good news that overflows from this parable 

Is the graciousness of a God

Who entrusts us with gifts beyond our wildest imaginations,
And who wants us to use them in creative and resourceful ways.

However, what may block us 

From feeling free to use these gifts

May be our own outlook on the God who has given them to us,
And our worries about how the gifts may be viewed.
If we can see a only judgmental God

Who will punish our risk taking,
Or a community that penalizes
Our fledgling attempts to use our gifts,

Then our creativity and resourcefulness will be stifled.
If, however, in faith

We see a love filled gracious God,

Who graced us with the gift of his son,

Who adopted us as children in baptism
And who has given us gifts beyond our dreams,

We will then be freed, by God’s grace, to fully use these gifts,

Rather than burying them in self-protection.  

If we view the community 

We live and work in
As a community in Christ,
Albeit, filled with simultaneous saint-sinners,

Then with our positive outlook, 

We will see any criticism

Of our attempts to use our gifts

As a means of helping us find ways
To improve their return for God,
Rather than seeing the criticism as a hateful, personal attack.

On this November Sunday morning
Will your faith allow you see the good news of a  grace-filled God

Who has given you gifts, talents and resources beyond all expectation,
Gifts that can be used in ways that multiply their potential

And serve those around you?
Will this freeing view of God
Have a multiplier effect on your gifts?
How will you answer when you are called to make a commitment

In service, or outreach, or sharing?

Will you see God’s grace

Enveloping you in the arms of the Christ,

Who died for you?

Will this grace release you the bonds of fear,
Freeing you to use ever growing talents to serve God and neighbor?
Or will your own outlook imprison you, 
Away from God and community,
In the self-imposed boundaries of the outer darkness.
The God of grace wants you as a full, productive part of the community,

Enabled to use all of the gifts that have been freely given to you.   

Amen
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